Ethnic differences in growth in early childhood: an investigation of two potential mechanisms.
There are clear ethnic differences in birthweight. This study examines whether and how these disparities are replicated in a later marker of physical development, height at 5 years. Observational data from the UK Millennium Cohort Study, constructed to over-represent ethnic minority (Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Black African, Black Caribbean and Other) children. Mean birthweight of ethnic minority children was lower than that of the ethnic majority (3.06-3.34 kg vs. 3.41 kg), but ethnic minority children were not shorter at 5 years. Pakistani, Caribbean and African children were actually taller on average (by 0.5 cm, 1.4 cm and 3.5 cm). Controlling for parental height and birthweight did not affect height differentials. Two mechanisms were hypothesized: (i) a cramped intrauterine environment given the short stature of some minority children's mothers resulted in catch-up growth; and (ii) conditions during the parents' childhood led to a reduced capacity to reach their height potential. A reparameterization of parent heights showed that mother's height contributed more to predicting child height than joint parental height alone. Birthweight was positively related to height and attenuated the extra contribution from mothers' heights. Decomposing the effects into their constituent parts found some support for both hypotheses. These results suggest that children from ethnic minority backgrounds are not disadvantaged with respect to height growth compared with the ethnic majority. However, if adiposity is more likely when children are tall for their age, then ethnic inequalities in adult health could increase as the current generation of children mature.